
 

April 7th, 2026  

 

Dear Chair Hawj and Environment, Climate and Legacy Committee Members,  

 

Thank you for holding this legislative oversight hearing, to learn how Minnesota is making 

progress, or where we are falling short, on our enforcement of environmental regulations and our 

state goals. The Land Stewardship Project is grassroots, member-driven, nonprofit agricultural 

organization that works with farmers and rural communities in Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Iowa. 

For over four decades, the Land Stewardship Project has organized thousands of small and mid-

sized farmers, rural residents, and others to build a just and sustainable farm and food system, as 

well as healthy communities.  

A top priority for LSP is reducing the high levels of nitrates causing groundwater contamination 

at levels that put more than 9,000 residents in MN’s Karst region under significant threat to 

human health. In April 2023, LSP and our allies petitioned the EPA to address unsafe levels of 

nitrate contamination resulting in EPA’s issuing a request that state agencies address nitrates in 

Southeast Minnesota now.  

Farmers and rural communities around the state cannot thrive, or even survive, in an 

environment where the over-application of manure and fertilizers threatens human and 

ecosystem health. The burden of paying for water remediation has fallen on both private citizens 

and the state, including costly reverse osmosis systems. According to a recent study by Bonnie 

Keeler of the University of Minnesota, it is estimated “that the avoidable nitrate-attributable 

direct medical and quality of life costs at $745 million annually statewide, a burden 

disproportionately shouldered by poor and rural communities.” The high levels of nitrates is one 

of the worst problems impacting human and ecosystem health in Minnesota. At the root of the 

nitrate pollution problem are cropland acres dominated by corn which is the primary crop that 

utilizes synthetic nitrogen fertilizers. According to the MPCA, areas of the state where nitrate 

pollution is high, like southeastern Minnesota, commercial application of fertilizer on cropland 

contributes more than 70% of the nitrate pollution.1 

Farmers and rural communities are already advancing solutions to the threat of nitrate pollution 

through their adoption of diversified cropping systems, conservation tillage, cover crops, 

perennial crops and rotational grazing. For example, LSP farmer leaders were at the table to 

https://landstewardshipproject.org/nitrates-season-of-reckoning/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0301479725028713?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0301479725028713?via%3Dihub
https://www.pca.state.mn.us/pollutants-and-contaminants/nitrogen


develop local solutions and recommendations as part the Southeast Minnesota Nitrate Strategies 

Collaborative Work Group published in 2025. 

Given the high volume of nitrogen fertilizers used in Minnesota every year and the extent of its 

use across more than 8 million acres of corn in a typical year, even modest reductions on a per 

acre basis will have a collectively large impact. While crop diversification will lead to reduced 

application over time, reductions in the amount of nitrogen fertilizers being applied are needed 

now, and public support needed, to mitigate the negative impacts of nitrate pollution.  

As this committee continues your work and considers future investments to support nitrogen 

reduction, we offer the following recommendations that were developed as comments on the 

Minnesota Pollution Control Agency’s Updated Nutrient Reduction Strategies.  

• Expand the popular and effective Olmsted County Groundwater Protection and Soil 

Health Program to all Soil and Water Conservation Districts in the Southeast region. This 

program incentivizes haying and grazing, cover cropping, and introducing a third crop 

rotation of small grains. There is an opportunity to support this effort this year through 

the Environmental and Natural Resources Trust Fund bill, SF3857 (Hawj) line 39.32 to 

40.12. 

 

• We strongly support recommendations from the Southeastern Minnesota Nitrate 

Strategies Work Group to accelerate a transition to perennial crops, pasture, small grains 

and harvested cover crops on millions of acres. 

 

• We support investing in and establishing more farmer-to-farmer soil health hubs and 

networks. Social factors are important to achieving wide-scale adoption of practices. 

Results from the Minnesota Office of Soil Health survey lifted up the key role of other 

farmers in the adoption process; other farmers were top ranked as the group with the most 

influence when farmers want to learn more about a new soil management practice. LSP 

has seen this firsthand with the four peer-to-peer Soil Health Hubs that we coordinate in 

southeastern Minnesota, that reaches 50 farmers currently. 

 

• We strongly support developing a program that offers a safety net for farmers who want 

to reduce their nitrogen fertilizer applications. Indemnification approaches are successful 

because they provide a safety net while farmers learn how a new practice performs on 

their farm. Successful approaches include: 

o Practical Farmers of Iowa’s Nitrogen Rate Risk Protection Program compensating 

farmers for losses they may incur due to reducing nitrogen fertilizer application. 

o A recent study in Rice and Steele County found that using less nitrogen fertilizers 

did not impact yield, enrolling more farmers in these types of trails with support 

could accelerate reduction of N inputs, and save farmers money on input costs. 

https://www.pca.state.mn.us/air-water-land-climate/addressing-nitrate-in-southeastern-minnesota
https://www.pca.state.mn.us/air-water-land-climate/addressing-nitrate-in-southeastern-minnesota
https://www.pca.state.mn.us/sites/default/files/wq-gen1-19.pdf
https://www.pca.state.mn.us/sites/default/files/wq-gen1-19.pdf
https://mosh.umn.edu/sites/mosh.umn.edu/files/2025-10/MOSH_soil_mgt_survey-2025Sep.pdf
https://landstewardshipproject.org/a-healthy-hub-of-activity/
https://practicalfarmers.org/programs/cost-share/n-rate-risk-protection-program/
https://www.startribune.com/saving-water-pays-off-nitrogen-farm-trial-in-southern-minnesota-shows-promise/601659160?utm_source=copy


 

• We recommend creating a Small Grain Initiative, with similar levels of funding and a 

long-term commitment from the Minnesota Department of Agriculture (MDA) and the 

University of Minnesota, modeled after the visionary Forever Green Initiative. Small 

grains need less fertilizer than corn. Crops such as oats, barley, and wheat require roughly 

40-60 pound of N per acre according to Cornell College of Agriculture and Natural 

Sciences, whereas corn requires 170 to 200 pounds of N per acre according to the 

University of Minnesota Extension.   

It is critical that our state agencies enforce existing environmental regulations and laws and 

develop solutions for the future that work to protect and enhance our environment for all 

Minnesotans. Thank you for this opportunity to comment on how our state might support 

nitrogen and nitrates reduction.    

Sincerely, 

 

Laura Schreiber  

Government Relations Director  

Land Stewardship Project  

 

 

 

https://forevergreen.umn.edu/
https://cals.cornell.edu/field-crops/small-grains/fertilizers-for-small-grains#:~:text=Small%20grains%20should%20have%20some,crops%20than%20for%20small%20grains.
https://cals.cornell.edu/field-crops/small-grains/fertilizers-for-small-grains#:~:text=Small%20grains%20should%20have%20some,crops%20than%20for%20small%20grains.
https://extension.umn.edu/crop-specific-needs/fertilizing-corn-minnesota#standard-n-guidelines-2237060

